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The Tramps of Ik St. Louis

young men who could be soldiers, are lying on the dirty beach
with their backs to the wall. Some are sleeping; others get up and
cross over to a group of friends. From high above, we watch the
mysteries of the tramp's toilette. Some comb their hair; others are
shaving at a cracked bit of mirror. There is much tying, and un-
tying, of parcels wrapped in paper, an operation which can con-
tinue for as long as half-an-hour together and, every time, one
cannot be certain of what the package holds. Each object is
wrapped and rolled up in another. On occasion it is oiled paper,
like black waterproof, the manual of a trunk murder, reminiscent
of those parcels left in waiting rooms and luggage offices. Repel-
lent scraps of food make their appearance; strings of brown meat;
a sausage and a hunk of bread; a nameless substance eaten from a
newspaper, much relished, for it is dawdled over. In another
corner books and newspapers are exchanged. It is the nucleus of a
lending library. A tramp takes out his needle and thread, as care-
fully as any woman, and begins to mend his clothes. Shoes are
being patched; and in the full sunlight a tramp cuts his toenails
with a pair of scissors.

They are talking all the time. One had the impression that in
their packages they had everything they required, and that their
lives, far from being vagrant, were planned to every hour. These
were persons who preferred to be idle, but had to work for that,
standing, these cold nights, above some grating of warm air,
sleeping in the daytime, and keeping awake at night. From all ovei;
the city they came to the lie St. Louis early in the morning. If you
did not lean across the parapet you had no inkling of them, and
would not have known of their bivouac upon the open beach, so
near to the tugs and barges. cOn dirait le cote d'Azur' were some
words that floated up to me from that patch of sun. Others of
them were talking of the political situation. A new turn in the per-
petual crisis had been reached, and it was curious from above this
odd gathering to hear the names of 1'Angleterre and Hitler upon
their lips. This was the way a sick world shook in its fevers. They
felt disaster coming. The long hours of their Lido burned to a
climax and began to cool. At two o'clock in the afternoon the
plage was nearly empty. One by one, with their packages, they
had set off for the town.

An old boot thrown away into a hedge is the tramp's Parthenon.
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